Psychological effects caused by drugs in overdose.
Drug overdose is a common occurrence which accounts for up to 25% of medical inpatient admissions. Intentional overdose or attempted suicide is the most common cause of overdose, but there are other types of overdose which are often unrecognised as are the effects caused by these overdoses. Iatrogenic overdose occurs frequently and is often unavoidable. Many patients will make mistakes with their treatment and unwittingly suffer from the toxic effects of the drugs they are taking. About 7% of intentional overdose patients who are admitted to hospital have taken the drug for some psychological effect they have been seeking and have taken too much. This group is described as those who take 'drugs for kicks'. As many of the drugs taken cross the blood-brain barrier and exert some toxic effect on the cerebral cortex, secondary psychological disturbances frequently occur in all of these groups of patients, and can sometimes be the only sign of dangerous toxicity. It is important to recognise the patient's gross disturbances of behaviour, thinking and perception as a manifestation of drug toxicity which can be life threatening and often requires intense medical treatment. The range of the psychological response is somewhat limited and there is not a specific psychological disturbance characteristic of the toxicity of each group of drugs. However, there are some reactions which, coupled with the physical symptoms shown by the patient, can help to identify the patient as suffering from the toxic effects of drugs and even give some indication as to the type of drugs taken. This article describes the various psychiatric syndromes caused by drugs in overdose and attempts to identify these with most of the commonly encountered groups of drugs.